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A Norwegian in the Pew of Budolfi
Cathedral in Aalborg
The Annunciation of the Virgin Mary, 1996
by 0yvind T. Gulliksen 1

As an alien soul from the Norwegian church, I sought refuge in
Aalborg cathedral on the Fifth Sunday in Lent, the feast of the Annunciation of the Virgin Mary ("Marire bebudelses <lag") in the calendar of the Danish church. As the service began, memories of my own
Norwegian childhood overwhelmed me . The pastor stood at the altar
in black robe and white ruff collar. It was as if I were in a Norwegian
church in the 1950's. The same opening prayer that we heard over
and over again as children. We remember it so well because it came at
the time when we were most alert, that is, before the service began . It
was a good, solid ritual. In Norway, reformers and faddish young
liturgists have made certain that the old opening and closing prayers
have been removed from the usual Sunday services.
Good to see that not everything has changed, and that the Danes
hang on to traditional church practices more than we do!
Because one day, when we came to our Sunday services in Nor. way, the old opening and closing prayers by the Danish theologian,
Jesper Brochmand, had vanished. From then on, we no longer felt at
home with the service. We never understood why those prayers had
to go. In Norway, we very rarely hear them any more. But in Denmark, they still sound forth: "O Lord, we are assembled in this Thy
house to hear what Thou our Father, Thou Jesus Christ our Savior,
and Thou Holy Spirit our Comforter in life and in death, wilt speak
unto us. We pray Thee so to open our hearts by Thy Holy Spirit that,
through Thy Word, we may be taught to repent of our sins, to believe
on Jesus in life and in death, and to grow day by day in grace and
holiness. Hear us for Christ's sake. Amen ."
It was the precentor ("kordegn") in a business suit who read the
prayer, not the pastor in his robe . The prayer proclaims and says precisely what I have done, what I have felt, what I need, and what I will
hear. No more. This short prayer is full of fantastic verbal expressions: we are assembled, to hear what Thou wilt speak, openour hearts
that we may be taught, and so on.
I sat in the pew of Budolfi Cathedral and felt the Lutheran language of my childhood stream through me in the prayer of the
51

precentor. It was tremendously liberating. Jesper Brochmand's words
from 1644, which are no longer modern enough for Norwegian theologians, but which Brochmand in his old-fashioned Lutheran orthodox shrewdness, and in his polemic against rationalism, was humble
enough to use. And which we continued to use, all the way up to the
last wave of liturgical reform. Brochmand could formulate a humble
prayer like that, despite the fact that he believed in witches flying
through the air! His world view is completely out of date, but the
language of his prayers is not.
It is the feast of the Annunciation of the Virgin Mary. The hymn
texts and Gospel focus on Mary. In the Danish hymnal, Den danske
salmebog,authorized by Queen Margrethe II in 1990, is the hymn,
"Mary She Was a Maiden Pure" ("Maria hun var en jomfru ren"), a
Danish Mary-song from the Middle Ages, filtered through Grundtvig,
which the Norwegian church also shares. I sit in Aalborg, Denmark,
and sing Kingo' s "There Came A Message From the Sky" ("Nu kom
der bud fra englekor"), also revised by Grundtvig. The words of both
hymns have a sense of the powerful erotic overtones and undertones
in the sermon text for the day. Mary is told that the Holy Spirit "shall
to thee His boundless power render," and "Thou shalt a Son conceive
and bear." This news is frightening to her, yet "wonderful it sounded ."
Purity, woman, and the astonishing conception are all in the text
for the day. "That maiden womb is blessed so/ with wondrous seed
of life," wrote Kingo - Det Jomfru-Livvelsigneter I Med Livets reneDrue
- but that part of the text has fallen by the wayside, even in the Danish hymnal. In the English translation, the metaphor has been changed,
but in the original Danish, we still pray with Mary, amazingly enough,
that the Holy Spirit will "powerfully overshadow " us, so that we too
may "spiritually conceive with Thee and ne'er be torn from Thee" andelig undfange dig og aldrigfra dig rykke! That is strong language,
especially for a man to accept. For in Kingo's metaphor, we pray that
we may also become pregnant.
We used to have this Kingo hymn in the old Landstad's Hymnal
of my Norwegian childhood, but in the new hymnal of 1985, I cannot
find it. Maybe it was a bit too powerful for Norwegian congregational
life. Even in the old Landstad's Hymnal, the hymn had been altered
to fit Norwegian conditions. In the Danish version, God 's messenger,
the angel Gabriel, "treads in" like a "bolt of lightning ." He did not do
that in Norway. For safety's sake, Kingo's third verse, where Mary
was described as "the most fortunate of Eva 's sex" ("woman's sex" in
the original), was also cut, and in the Norwegian version, nobody
"bent down" over Mary! Nor does it say that the mystery of concep52

tion occurred "in the maiden-hall of your womb" - udi dit LivesJomfrusal -nor that her "maiden womb" was "visited." The "mother's eye"
of Mary in the fourth verse of the Danish hymnal version is also gone
from the Norwegian version. And Kingo' sprayer that we might" spiritually conceive with Thee" has been transformed into the Norwegian
desire for "life from Thee." That's something quite different. And a
lot tamer.
But in the pew in Aalborg that Sunday, suddenly I had everything. Brochmand' s opening and closing prayers and Kingo' s unpolluted hymn text. I am a child and adult at the same time, I am in both
past and present, in body and spirit. The excitement reaches its peak
just before the sermon. I sit and tremble after having shared in singing the Kingo hymn. One expects a lot from a Danish sermon after
such an introit.
But the sermon was just as in Norway. Just as boring. It did not
bring redemption. Not a word about the body on such a day. Birth
and a mother's womb were only mentioned in passing. There was a
great deal of speculation about virgin birth in the context of the laws
and irregularities of the great cosmos. My dear pastor, you mean well,
of course, but that does not interest us any longer! It is the story of
Mary that concerns us, not its lack of or need of rationality. That might
have been interesting to seminary students half a century ago, or as a
lecture on church history, but not as a sermon. Not any more. I thought
Danish sermon pedagogy had left those paths.
Therefore, the same thing happened that nearly always happens
to me during sermons in the Norwegian church. My thoughts and
attention veered away. The intense anticipation changed into boredom. Instead of listening, I page through the hymnal to find a comforting word. Then I discover an inscription on the wall, right in front
of me in Budolfi Church, and I read it eagerly and forget the pastor. It
is a memorial table, placed on the wall "in highly deserved commemoration of the heaven-blessed matron, Elisabeth Himmerig (am I reading it wrong, or was her family name really Himmerig, Heaven?).Just
imagine having such a woman's text in Aalborg' s holy space and then
not using it. On Mary's day! The blessed matron was born inAalborg
in 1699 and bore into the world six sons and two daughters, all of
whom died without issue, it says. When "the matron" died as a widow,
alone in the world in 1774, she gave her fortune to the church. Her
monetary gifts are listed in precise detail on the table, so we can read
about them. What annunciations that matron had in her life! And now
"she enjoys with God her unblemished reward." Just imagine a pastor who has such a concrete text, right in front of him in the church on
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Annunciation Sunday, and still bolts off into the fog of outer space! It
should never happen!
I would have liked to mention it to the pastor in the pulpit of
Aalborg cathedral. See the pulpit he is in! It is a splendid document of
Lutheran orthodoxy. A work of art on the theme of Law and Gospel.
The base or foot of the pulpit is carved out as a huge figure of Moses.
When the pastor ascends into the pulpit and looks down on us from
up there, he is actually balancing on the dark crown of Moses' head.
Moses stands on the floor in Aalborg, holding the Tablet of the Law
and pointing with his finger at the Ten Commandments. But above
him is the pulpit. Moses is symbolically surmounted by the Word, the
Gospel. The Word alone! But in the sermon, I cannot find the Gospel.
The pastor stands there like Moses and points like him to the Law.
The sermon ties the listener to an obsolete interpretation of the text,
precisely as the Law does. The Lutheran symbols of the pulpit does
not work any longer. We end up with a Moses at each end, and that
was not the meaning.
I go out of the cathedral . The intensity of the opening and closing
prayers and of the hymns remains. I am not interested in the virginity
of Mary or her elevation . As a Lutheran, I fantasize over Mary 's
"maiden-hall" and the Danish matron, Elisabeth's "unblemished"
reward . The sermon I have forgotten. I am going for a Danish openfaced sandwich. In any case, that will tickle the senses . On Mary's
day. I think both Brochmand and Kingo and Grundtvig would have
understood that.
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Originally published in Kirkeog Kultur, number 2, 1998. Translated from the
Norwegian by J. R. Christianson.
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